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Map 12. Federal public lands that would be closed to non-Federally qualified subsistence users under 
Example 2.8
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picted in these examples but do not represent new closures to non-Federally qualified subsistence users on Federal 
public lands. 
8 National Parks and National Monuments are already closed to non-Federally qualified subsistence users. Therefore, 
Gates of the Arctic National Park, Kobuk Valley National Park and Cape Krusenstern National Monument are de-
picted in these examples but do not represent new closures to non-Federally qualified subsistence users on Federal 
public lands. 
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Map 13. Federal public lands that would be closed to non-Federally qualified subsistence users under 
Example 3.9

                                                            
9 National Parks and National Monuments are already closed to non-Federally qualified subsistence users. Therefore, 
Gates of the Arctic National Park, Kobuk Valley National Park and Cape Krusenstern National Monument are de-
picted in these examples but do not represent new closures to non-Federally qualified subsistence users on Federal 
public lands. 
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Figure 10. Area used by WACH in spring 1988–2011 and calving grounds 1987–2011 (borrowed from 
Western Arctic Herd Cooperative Management Plan, 2011).  
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Figure 11. Area used by WACH in fall 1988 through 2010 and winter 1988 through 2010 (borrowed from 
Western Arctic Herd Cooperative Management Plan, 2011).  
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APPENDIX 1 

Estimated 
Harvest
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(caribou) (caribou) (caribou) (lb) (+/- %)
Ambler 2012 91 685 646 845 330 23

2009 78 456 380 531 260 17
2003 95 325 301 361 176 11

Buckland 2009 67 535 448 622 168 16
Deering 2007 87 182 121 243 162 34

1994 78 142 119 174 131 22
Kiana 2009 77 414 358 471 149 14

2006 94 306 264 347 109 13
1999 97 488 393 582 174 19

Kivalina 2010 79 86 52 120 32 40
2007 93 268 190 347 85 29
1992 97 351 316 386 138 9
1983 564 284
1982 346 179
1965 1,010 830
1964 256 209

Kobuk 2012 93 119 133 139 98 17
2009 86 210 178 245 194 17
2004 89 134 134 134 148 0

Kotzebue 2012 82 1,804 1,803 1,804 80 22
1991 93 3,782 2,520 5,044 141 33
1986 88 1,917 97

Noatak 2010 56 66 45 87 16 32
2007 97 442 373 510 114 15
2002 91 410 374 446 120 9
1999 96 683 621 755 224 11
1994 91 615 550 680 221 10

Noorvik 2012 95 851 609 1,094 198 29
2008 94 767 692 842 174 10
2002 95 988 794 1,182 182 20

Selawik 2011 97 683 433 934 109 37
2006 934 833 1,035 165 10
1999 97 1,289 1,188 1,390 249 8

Shungnak 2012 93 396 351 509 196 29
2008 95 406 341 471 218 16
2002 98 403 381 436 220 8
1998 100 561 541 596 312 6

Source: ADF&G 2016b.           Blank cell=data not available.

Appendix Table 1-1. The harvest and use of caribou by communities in Unit 23, based 
on household surveys, by study year.
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APPENDIX 2 

Appendix Map 2-1. Map depicting caribou, black bear, and moose search and harvest areas by residents 
of Shungnak in 2012 (Magdanz et al. 2011).  
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Appendix Map 2-2. Map depicting caribou, black bear, brown bear, and moose search and harvest areas 
by residents of Kobuk in 2012 (Magdanz et al. 2011).  
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Appendix Map 2-3. Map depicting caribou search and harvest areas by residents of Ambler in 2012 
(Magdanz et al. 2011).  
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TEMPORARY SPECIAL ACTION  
WSA16-03

INTERAGENCY STAFF COMMITTEE COMMENTS 

Temporary Special Action Request WSA16-03 requests lifting the closure to caribou harvest in 
Unit 23 by nonsubsistence users.  Regulations at 36 CFR 242.19(b)(1) and 50 CFR 100.19(b)(1) 
state that the Board may reopen public lands to nonsubsistence uses if new information or 
changed conditions indicate that the closure is no longer warranted.

In the request, the State stated that new information indicated improvements in caribou calf 
production, recruitment, survival, and weight; adult females exhibited very good body conditions 
and high pregnancy rates in 2015 and 2016; and the newly derived WACH population estimate 
for fall 2105 was 206,000 caribou, falling within the WACH Management Plan’s “conservative” 
harvest management strategy.  Subsequent to submitting the special action request, the State also 
finalized photo census data collected in July 2016, which included a point estimate of 200,928 
caribou (Standard Error = 4,295) in the WACH.   

The Board should focus its decision on whether the request provides sufficient information to 
indicate the closure is no longer warranted.  While the State provided some encouraging 
population data, the point estimate and associated error shows that there is still some uncertainty 
on whether the WACH is at the conservative or preservative level based.  Further, the Board’s 
decision to initially close Federal public lands (WSA16-01) was based on impacts to subsistence 
users, but WSA16-03 does not provide new information or show that conditions related to that 
aspect of the Board’s decision have changed.

Since the population trajectory of the WACH herd suggests it may still be in decline, the ISC 
would like to encourage efforts to involve as many participants as possible in the discussion of 
potential future actions.  The WACH Management Plan lists the closure of some Federal public 
lands to nonqualified users as a possible recommendation for the preservative management level 
(emphasis added); thus, closure of specific Federal lands may be an option to minimize impacts 
to subsistence users.  In anticipation of additional special action requests coming from the Unit 
23 region, the Board could direct staff to initiate discussions about user conflicts on specific 
Federal public lands with affected Councils, subsistence resource commissions, the WACH 
Working Group, Unit 23 Working Group, the State of Alaska, Tribes and ANCSA Corporations, 
and other users.
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To submit a Special Action request, please provide the 
following information:

Lem Butler
Alaska Department of Fish and Game
PO Box 115526, Juneau, Alaska 99801 
Lem.butler@alaska.gov
907-465-4191

Describe the action you are requesting. Reference the current regulations you wish 
to change. 

The State of Alaska (State), through the Department of Fish and Game, requests that the 
Federal Subsistence Board (board) reopen federal public lands in Unit 23 to caribou hunters who 
do not qualify to hunt under the federal subsistence regulations. WSA16-01closed caribou 
hunting on federal lands in Game Management Unit 23 to all but federally qualified users from
July 1, 2016 through June 30, 2017. 

Have there been unusual or significant changes in resource abundance or unusual 
conditions affecting harvest opportunities that could not reasonably have been anticipated 
and that potentially could have significant adverse effects on the health of fish and wildlife 
populations or subsistence users?

Sufficient new information exists for the board to reconsider its decision and immediately 
repeal WSA16-01. Some information provided to the board was not used correctly, and the board 
did not adequately address the impacts of its decision. We ask the board to reverse its decision 
and honor the Western Arctic Caribou Herd Management Plan and considerable efforts of the 
group and the state and federal agencies that support it.   

New information collected by the State on calf recruitment and survival in the Western 
Arctic caribou herd (WAH), which was not available during the April 2016 FSB meeting, 
indicate much improved performance of these vital rates. During 2015, State biologists at Onion 
Portage and local hunters observed that WAH caribou were in very good condition relative to 
prior years. Average body condition of adult females that biologists handled was characterized as 
“fat” (mean = 3.9 out of 5 possible scores for very skinny, skinny, average, fat, very fat; n =43). 
None of the caribou were rated as skinny or very skinny compared to the previous years’ (1995-
2014), average of 14% skinny or very skinny females. In addition, calf weights averaged 100 lbs. 
(averaging 11 lbs. heavier than the 2008-2014 average), which is the highest average calf weight 
that the State has recorded in the eight years the department began collecting calf weights at 
Onion Portage.    

Additionally, overwinter calf survival for the 2015 cohort of calves is currently 82%. 
Evidence of this high survival rate was also observed during the spring 2016 recruitment survey, 
with 23 yearlings:100 adults observed. This measure of calf recruitment into the population was 
the highest recorded since 2007, and the second highest recorded since 1997. State biologists 
have also documented improved calf production in 2016. During the June 4-12, 2016 a 
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pregnancy rate of 85% was documented, which is the second highest pregnancy rate on record.
Both of measures of reproductive success are consistent with the generally good body condition 
of caribou that were observed during these surveys, and with a relatively low annual adult cow 
mortality rate up to the time of this report (8% as of April 2016).

Taken as a whole, this new information indicates that the population is experiencing 
improved performance and has likely undergone a relatively slight decline recently compared to 
previous years. In fact, after applying the population model, the population was estimated to 
contain 206,000 caribou as of fall 2015, a decline of only 12.3% since the last population count 
in 2013. This new information also continues to support the board’s conclusion stated at the 
April 2016 meeting that there is no biological concern associated with the small harvest by 
nonfederally qualified users. (Approximately 600 caribou are taken by nonfederally qualified 
users, out of approximately 12,000 caribou taken annually).

The most recent predictions of population size were generated using a population model 
that incorporates the new information and indicates that the population is declining at a much 
slower rate or stabilizing. This model predicts that the WAH currently numbers 206,000 caribou, 
which places it in the management plan’s “conservative” harvest management strategy.

Is the requested special action to ensure the continued viability of a fish or wildlife 
population, to continue subsistence uses of fish and wildlife, or for public safety reasons?

No, not for continued viability or for public safety. However, the action would provide 
for subsistence uses by non-federally qualified users and formerly federally qualified users.

What are the extenuating circumstances that necessitate a regulatory change before 
the next regulatory review? 

Swift action by the FSB is needed to remedy the social and economic hardships imposed 
by the decision to close federal lands to nonfederally qualified hunters before the caribou season 
in Unit 23 opens on July 1, 2016 for resident Alaskans and August 1, 2016 for nonresidents. The 
board’s decision to adopt WSA16-01 lacked evidence to support the need for closure to address a 
conservation concern and was not consistent with harvest management strategies found in the 
Western Arctic Caribou Herd Management Plan, endorsed by the board during its 2013 meeting.

Given the current population status of the herd, there is no biological or conservation 
benefit for the herd from a closure. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Office of Subsistence 
Management agreed with this conclusion stating that the “request does not meet the closure 
criteria identified in ANILCA, Title VIII” and that a closure to hunters who are not federally-
qualified subsistence users would have no conservation effect.  

 
Instead of protecting subsistence use, the closure adversely affects all hunters. Closing a 

large portion of Unit 23 will consolidate non-local hunters in smaller areas and increase 
crowding on state-managed lands.  The board did not consider the impact of a closure on people 
who have already made plans to hunt caribou in Unit 23 in 2016, and have made personal and 
financial commitments. Non-local subsistence hunters are unjustifiably restricted, including 
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family members of local residents who can no longer hunt caribou together as a family on federal 
lands

Interactions with hunters and commercial service providers since the April decision 
support the State’s assessment that the federal land closure will be detrimental to subsistence use 
due to increased user conflicts, particularly on the Noatak River, and increased competition for 
caribou in areas that federally qualified subsistence hunters can access. 

The State has submitted two letters asking the board and federal government to address 
this issue and is now making its third appeal by submitting this WSA request. In a letter dated 
May 25, 2016, Commissioner Sam Cotten requested the board reconsider the closure because it
is not consistent with management strategies recommended in the Western Arctic Caribou Herd 
Cooperative Management Plan. The plan, which is endorsed by the federal board, was written by 
the Western Arctic Caribou Herd Working Group, a cooperative body of subsistence hunters 
from rural villages, sport hunters, conservationists, hunting guides, reindeer herders, and hunter 
transporters who meet regularly to reach consensus on recommendations for herd research, 
monitoring, regulation and allocation. Cotten said “deviating from the plan undermines the 
group’s efforts to resolve complex management issues”.

In a letter dated June 22, 2016, Commissioner Sam Cotten asked for the Secretaries of the 
Interior and Agriculture for their aid in reversing the federal board’s April 18, 2016 decision to 
adopt Wildlife Special Action 16-01. The letter specifically requested a review of the recent 
decision by the Federal Subsistence Board to close caribou hunting on federal public lands in 
Game Management Unit 23 to all but federally qualified users. The letter also asked for a review
of the administrative procedures that implement and retain federal closures in cases where no 
biological concern exists and the development of an administrative process for reconsidering 
Wildlife Special Actions decisions when new information is provided.

As of June 26, 2016, the State has not received a written response to either of these 
letters. Our expectation is that the Federal government will develop procedures to engage in 
meaningful discussions with the State and consult on potential federal land closures that are 
properly informed by science, with a mutual goal of avoiding negative impacts to resource users.  
Adopting this WSA request to reopen federal public lands in Unit 23 to hunters who do not 
qualify for federal subsistence opportunities is the first step in the development of that process.


